INTRODUCrION THIS paper consists of an epidemiological and demographic study of the population of the island of Rathlin, off the coast of County Antrim and lying between Ulster and Scotland. Its history is briefly traced from earliest times and its population analysed from the record of the Census of Ireland over the past 120 years. HISTORY Rathlin is mentioned by Pliny as "an island between Ireland and Britain". It is known that in neolithic times, porcellanite was mined in the townland of what is now called Ballygill for the production of stone axes and tools which were used in many parts of Western Britain (Whelan, 1933) . In the post-Christian era, the first church on Rathlin was founded by St. Comgall of Bangor in 580 A.D. The island was then part of the kingdom of Dalriada which extended from the mainland of Antrim to the Scottish Isles and Kintyre (Boyd, 1947) .
In the tenth century Viking invasions began and these Scandinavians became absorbed in the local population which produced at a later date the clan, Macdonnell of the Isles. Their seat was at Islay and they controlled the island until 1476. (Hill, 1873 (Macauley, 1858) . This terrible massacre was just as severe as that occurring in Glencoe in 1689. The local inhabitants were Roman Catholics and their objections to the settlement of their land by Presbyterians from Scotland was probably regarded as a holy enough reason for their complete annihilation. Tradition relates that one woman and her baby boy were saved. She was taken by a Campbell to Scotland as his wife. When she returned to Rathlin many years later she found her son ploughing the family farm (Hill, 1873) .
In 1657 the population numbered only 75 but by 1721 was 490 (Gage, 1851). During this period, the turmoil in Scotland and the fall of Bonnie Prince Charlie brought more clans to Antrim. The Blacks and McCurdys, the commonest names on Rathlin today, were said to have arrived then. The Earl of Antrim had little interest in the island except the collection of rent from his tenants which was paid in kind with animals or grain.
In 1746, the island was leased to Rev. J. Cage of Aghadowey and it remained in the possession of this family until the passing of the Northern Ireland Land Purchase Act in 1925. Unlike previous owners, the Gages were resident on the island and increased the efficiency of agriculture, improved the harbour and introduced highland cattle and horses from Scotland.
POPULATION GROWTH
By 1784, the population was recorded as being 1200 (Hamilton, 1784) . This remarkable growth in size over sixty years was due to the influence of the aforementioned landlord who brought about land reforms, laid down new boundaries and used the soil to its capacity. Even Hamilton at that date remarked that he thought that the island was rather overpopulated. The first reliable statistics on the population are available from the Census of Ireland Returns. 'The first was done between 1813 and 1815 but was unsuccessful (Frogatt, 1965) . The next was in 1821 and there was then one every tenth year up to 1911. Owing to the partition of Ireland the censuses in Eire and Northern Ireland got out of step. Those of Eire were done in 1926, 1936, 1946 and 1951 . Those of Northern Ireland were done in 1926 Ireland were done in , 1937 Ireland were done in and 1951 . A census of both countries was done in 1961 and it is hoped that they will take place in comparable years in the future. The change in the population of Rathlin, based on the census returns from 1841-1961 is shown in Table I .
It is seen that in 1841, the total population was 1,010, an astoundingly high figure which anyone who has visited the island will immediately realise. Furthermore, this size had probably been maintained for over fifty years and was due to be the intensive cultivation of the land, the abundant supply of fish and potatoes, and the efforts of an active landlord. This was the picture in many other places in Ireland which had a total population in 1841 of 8,175,000. This explosion of humanity has of course been one of the most amazing and critical facts in the history of this country (Connell, 1950 ). An estimate of the population in 1732 was around 3,000,000 just over one-third of its immediate pre-famine level. This trebling in size occurred on these off-shore islands just as on the mainland. Arranmore, in Donegal, supported over 10,000 persons in 1841, the number today being about 1,200 (census 1961) . Whether the country was over populated seems a rather academic question. Over one thousand people crowding on to Rathlin's flat windswept mass is almost an insult to nature. As we shall see, this concentration of humanity had disastrous results.
POPULATION DELINE
Over a short period of ten years from 1,841 to 1851, the population fell from 1,010 to 753, and from 1841-1861 a reduction of more than half occurred. What is the explanation for this gross change? Any answer must lie with a study of the events occurring during this period and in particular the Great Famine of 1845. At this time, the wife of the landlord of Rathlin, Mr. R. Gage, who was an accurate observer of events, wrote a history of the island in 1851. From this certain passages are relevant:
page 183 "The potato famine set in and the number of emigrants the following spring (1847) amounted to 107, leaving the population considerably diminished, smaller than there is any record of its ever having been in modern times. In the beginning of 1847, the distress of the people was very great, their entire crop of potatoes rotted in the ground, and they had no visible means of support,
The potato blight thus afflicted Rathlin just as it did the mainland. Another passage by Mrs. Gage states:
page 183 "Applications were made to different individuals and charitable societies in Great Britain and Ireland, Guernsey, India and America, who were most liberal in their donations both of food and money, especially the Society of Friends, so that during this trying season, not one perished for want, nor was it found necessary to apply to the Government Loan Fund for assistance." Although none -actually died from starvation, we see that the famine grossly shattered the stability of the island community and the inhabitants began to leave, over 10 per cent of the entire population emigrating the following spring. More followed every year so that this flood did not halt until 1881, almost a generation later.
A further tragedy hit Rathlin at this time as well as the failure of the potato harvest. Mrs. Gage writes: page 187 "It is rather remarkable that for some years past, and particularly since the famine set in, the fish have to a great extent deserted the coast." Fish, the other cheap abundant supply of food, also failed. No wonder that emigration was so marked.
POPULATION STRUCrURE
It would perhaps be thought that after the tragic events of the late nineteenth century, the population of Rathlin would have stabilised and resumed some sort of equilibrium with its environment. We see, however, from Table 1 , that decline continued and has now reached a figure of 118 individuals (census (1966) -some 10 per cent of its total in 1841. Some of the reasons for these more recent changes will be discussed using the age and sex structure of the community in 1901 and 1961 (Fig. 1) . t t , . , . , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (Tables  3 and 4 , and Fig. 1 ) we see that there has been a greater decline in females than in males at all age groups. This is most marked in those of working age so that we now have a community consisting mainly of old people and children at school with a diminishing able-bodied group.
Here we see in micrososm and to an exaggerated degree the growing problem of geriatrics which is becoming an urgent issue in mainland urban communities. This picture is usually produced by a diminuition in mortality, particularly infant mortality, an increase in the expectation of life from modern medicine, and the increasing toll of the diseases of middle age. On Rathlin, however, these biological factors are less important than the social phenomenon of extensive emigration. This was initiated by the famine of 1845 and has become a conditioned response of the Irish native in the face of adversity. The harshness of life on an offshore island, particularly for the women, has been increasingly rejected for the lure of the factory and a box-like urban existence. These are now the goals of the present generation.
This trend is increasing as can be seen from the sex ratio analysis from 1841 to 1966 (Table 3) , a community of almost equal numbers of both sexes now has almost three men for every two women.
For the future, undoubtedly the population will decline further if conditions do not change. Whether this community and other similar ones should be left to work out their own salvation in Malthusian terms or whether direct action should be taken to try and prevent their extinction is a complicated one and is beyond the scope of this present investigation.
SUMMARY
A study of the changes in the size and structure of the population of Rathlin Island, County Antrim, has been carried out. Its history, with particular reference to its people, has been traced up to the present day. It was found that the island was grossly over-populated from 1784 until 1845. The potato famine affected the island and the fishing also fell off at the same period of time. This set off a train of emigration which halved the population size in the twenty years from 1841-1861 and has continued into this century. Recent emigration has changed the community siructure to one with a predominance of old people. It is postulated that if this continues the community will become extinct in the near future.
